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HIV	prevalence	 in	 2007	 exceeded	 15%	 in	 seven	 countries:	Botswana,	












in	 Sub-Saharan	Africa,	 the	 opposite	 is	 true	 of	 food	 security.7	There	 is	
a	 pervasive,	 and	misleading,	 idea	 that	 food	 insecurity	 is	 largely	 a	 rural	










and	 Fonseca,	 for	 example,	 posit	 that	 “beginning	 in	 2001,	 smallholder	
peasant	 households	 in	 Malawi	 faced	 two	 life-threatening	 risks:	 AIDS	
and	famine.”11	The	concept	of	“new	variant	famine”	(NVF)	was	coined	
in	2003	 in	an	attempt	 to	convey	 the	 full	 impact	of	HIV	and	AIDS	on	
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figure	 disproportionately.	 The	 epidemic	 is	 undoing	 decades	 of	
economic	 and	 social	development	 and	causing	 rural	disintegra-
tion.	For	example,	 in	 sub-Saharan	Africa,	HIV	 is	depleting	 the	
region	of	its	food	producers	and	farmers,	decimating	the	agricul-
tural	labour	force	for	generations	to	come.15
In	 fact,	 despite	 the	 rapid	progression	of	 the	 epidemic	 in	 rural	 areas,	 it	
remains	a	major	challenge	 to	urban	 food	security	and	not	 just	 to	 those	
with	“relatively	higher	incomes.”16	The	FAO	statement	is	consistent	with	
our	central	argument	 that	 food	security	 is	 largely	seen	by	 international	







appropriate;	 (c)	 focused	 nutrition	 programmes	 for	 key	 populations	 at	
higher	risk	(e.g.	girls	and	women);	and	(d)	improvements	in	the	devel-
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in	urban	areas	are	unable,	 through	 ill-health,	 to	work	and	remit,	 there	
is	less	income	for	both	the	rural	and	urban	household	to	purchase	food.	
In	other	words,	the	epidemic	in	rural	areas	impacts	on	urban	food	secu-
rity	and	the	epidemic	 in	urban	areas	 impacts	on	rural	 food	security.	 In	
this	context,	the	separation	of	the	“rural”	and	the	“urban”	into	discrete	
spheres	is	highly	artificial.	
2 the VIcIous cycle 
Medical	 researchers	have	produced	a	considerable	body	of	 information	
and	analysis	on	the	impact	of	malnutrition	on	the	course	of	the	disease	
in	PLHIV	 as	well	 as	 the	 nutritional	 impact	 of	HIV	 infection.19	At	 the	
individual	level,	the	relationship	is	commonly	conceptualized	in	terms	of	
a	“vicious	cycle”	(see	Figures	1	and	2):20
	 HIV	 essentially	 accelerates	 the	 vicious	 cycle	 of	 inadequate	
dietary		intake	 and	 disease	 that	 leads	 to	 malnutrition,	 while	
malnutrition	increases	the	risk	of	HIV	transmission	from	mothers	
to	babies	and	the	progression	of	HIV	infection.	Nutritional	defi-
ciencies	 may	 lead	 to	 oxidative	 stress	 and	 immune	 suppression	
which	 in	 turn	 lead	 to	 increased	 HIV	 replication	 and	 hastened	
disease	 progression.	 Increased	morbidity	 brings	with	 it	 height-
ened	 nutrient	 requirements	 and	 reductions	 in	 the	 efficacy	 of	
absorption	and	utilization	of	nutrients.21	
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Figure 1: Vicious Cycle of HIV and Malnutrition
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Source: Adapted from Nutrition and HIV/AIDS: A Training Manual, p. 103
Source: Visser, Nutritional Prophylaxis
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fat-soluble	 vitamins,	 compromising	 immunity	 and	worsening	 nutrient	
deficiencies.	Infections	and	nutritional	deficiencies	cause	an	increase	in	
pro-oxidants,	 resulting	 in	 oxidative	 stress,	which	may	 indirectly	 accel-
erate	 HIV	 replication.”23	 Micronutrients	 take	 on	 “special	 importance	
in	populations	with	marginal	 intakes.”24	However,	 it	has	been	difficult	
to	 show	 causal	 associations	 between	 “specific	 deficiencies	 and	 adverse	










infection,	 there	 is	certainly	evidence	 that	poor	nutrition	 leads	 to	more	




Adequate	 dietary	 intake	 is	 essential	 for	 maximizing	 the	 full	 benefits	
of	 antiretroviral	 therapy	 (ART).	There	 is	 evidence	 that	ART	without	
adequate	nutrition	 results	 in	 lower	 survival	 rates.28	Adequate	nutrition	
for	PLHIV	 is	 critical	 as	 it	 improves	health	 and	economic	productivity,	
allowing	 them	 to	 resist	 opportunistic	 disease,	 remain	 in	 productive	
employment	and	contribute	to	household	income	and	food	security.	A	
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malnutrition	 are	 different,	 and	 far	more	 complex,	 in	 urban	 than	 rural	
areas.	














3 Hiv And Rapid Urbanization 
The	 relationship	between	urban	 food	 security	 and	HIV	and	AIDS	 is	 a	
complex	one	mainly	because	both	issues	are	multilayered	and,	as	a	result,	





in	 urbanization	 in	 the	 region.	Part	 of	 the	 reason	 for	 the	 “spectacular”	
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growth	 of	 the	 epidemic	 in	 Southern	Africa	 lies	 in	 the	massive	move-
ment	of	people	to	the	cities	and	the	rapidly	growing	numbers	of	people	
exposed	 to	 high-risk	 urban	 environments.	 This	 is,	 in	 other	 words,	 a	











Figure 3: Growth of Urban Population in Southern Africa, 1990-2030











Source: State of African Cities, 2008-9
The	extent	 and	 impact	of	 the	 epidemic	 in	Southern	African	 cities	has	
yet	 to	 be	 fully	 documented	 despite	 some	 initial	work	 on	 this	 issue	 by	
UNAIDS.33	 HIV	 prevalence	 data	 derived	 from	 ante-natal	 sites	 in	 the	
region	suggests	considerable	variation	between	urban	centres.	With	the	
exception	of	Namibia	 and	Swaziland,	HIV	prevalence	 is	 higher	 in	 the	
major	urban	centres	of	most	countries	in	the	Southern	African	Develop-
ment	Community	 (SADC)	 than	 outside	 them	 (Table	 1).	Nine	 of	 the	
world’s	 top	ten	cities	with	PLHIV	are	 in	SADC	(Nairobi	 is	 the	other)	
(Table	2).	Combined,	they	total	3.75	million	people.	The	Gauteng	urban	
conurbation	has	the	highest	number	(1.5	million),	followed	by	Durban	
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Figure 4: Growth of Urban Population in Selected SADC Countries,  
 1990-2030 
Source: State of African Cities, 2008-9
(730,000),	Cape	Town	(315,000),	Harare	(260,000),	Maputo	(220,000)	
and	Lusaka	(185,000).	Nearly	28%	of	PLHIV	in	Eastern	and	Southern	
Africa	 (and	 15%	 of	 PLHIV	 globally)	 live	 in	 14	 major	 African	 cities	




According	 to	 conventional	models	 of	 the	 spatial	 diffusion	 of	HIV,	 an	
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TAble 1: Antenatal HIV Prevalence in SADC Countries, 2008 







South Africa 29.6 29.0
Swaziland 40.3 42.5
Zambia 25.9 14.4
Zimbabwe 15.6  7.8
Source: WHO/UNICEF/UNAIDS, “Epidemiological Fact Sheet on HIV and 
AIDS, 2008”
TAble 2: Major Countries and Cities with PlHIV
Countries No. of PLHIV  Cities No. of PLHIV
South Africa 5,400,000  Gauteng 1,550,000
Mozambique 1,400,000  Durban  730,000 
Tanzania 1,300,000  Cape Town  315,000 
Zimbabwe 1,200,000  Harare  260,000 
Zambia  980,000  Maputo  220,000
Malawi  840,000  Lusaka  185,000
Botswana  280,000  Dar es Salaam  180,000
Lesotho  260,000  Port Elizabeth  155,000
Angola  180,000  East London  105,000 
Swaziland  170,000  Bulawayo  90,000
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Most	 new	 arrivals	 to	 the	 city	 from	 the	 countryside	 tend	 to	 congre-
gate	 in	overcrowded	peri-urban,	 informal	 settlements.	 In	 Sub-Saharan	
Africa,	 over	 60%	of	 the	 urban	 population	 live	 in	 such	 settlements.	 In	
some	Southern	African	countries,	the	rates	are	even	higher:	for	example,	




HIV	prevalence	 in	 informal	 settlements	 is	double	 that	of	urban	 formal	
areas;	25.6%	compared	to	13.9%	for	adults	aged	15–49	years.36	As	Banati	
notes,	“the	urban	informal	context	is	a	distinct	high-risk	environment,	
characterised	 by	 high	 unemployment,	 disillusionment,	 poor	 housing,	
female	disempowerment,	reduced	access	to	healthcare,	low	economy	and	
a	 lack	of	 social	 cohesion.”37	As	 “focal	 determinants”	 of	HIV,	 informal	
settlements	“amplify	individual	risk	factors.”38	
The	 so-called	 sexual	 behaviour	 “paradox”	 is	 sometimes	 advanced	 to	
explain	the	greater	vulnerability	to	HIV	infection	in	the	city.39	According	
to	Kalipeni	et	al,	“high	rates	of	sexually	transmitted	diseases	(STDs)	in	
urban	 areas,	 rapid	 urbanization	 amidst	 deeply	 ingrained	 polygamous	
behaviour,	 and	 the	 partial	 erosion	 of	 traditional	 cultures	 in	 the	 urban	
setting,	including	those	for	regulating	sexual	relations	and	practices”	lead	
to	high-risk	sexual	behaviours.40	This	dualistic	framework	is	problematic	


















spaces	 and	 the	 organization	 of	 urban	 life;	 and	 secondly,	 the	 multiple	
ways	in	which	individuals,	households	and	communities	experience	and	
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Poverty,	unemployment,	 lack	of	 secure	 income	 and	 income	 inequality	
have	been	identified	as	key	determinants	of	vulnerability	to	HIV	infec-
tion	in	urban	areas.47	Vulnerability	is	intensified	by	inadequate	access	to	












than	 the	 rural.	The	average	urban	dweller	 is	 sexually	 active	earlier	 and	
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A	 significant	 proportion	 of	 the	 population	 of	 Southern	 African	 cities	




communities’,	 which	 are	 often	 socially,	 economically	 and	 politically	
marginalized.55	This	is	a	result	of	migrants’	multi-local	social	networks,	
which	create	opportunity	for	mobile	sexual	networking	and	concurrent	











encounters	 and	 short-term	 relationships,	whether	 economic,	 social	 or	
sexual.56	This	encourages	high-risk	sexual	behaviour,	including	obtaining	
sex	on	a	commercial	basis.	But	migration	and	mobility	do	not	automati-
cally	 increase	 vulnerability.	Construction	workers	 in	 Johannesburg	 are	
paid	 so	 poorly	 that	 they	 do	 not	 have	 the	 resources	 to	 engage	 in	 risky	
commercial	sex.57	Domestic	workers	in	the	same	city	are	to	some	extent	




A sun-5 new layout indd   17 08/02/2011   11 13
18 African Food Security Urban Network (Afsun)  
the HiV and urban food security nexus
4 Linking Hiv And Urban Food  
 Insecurity
The	 following	 depiction	 suggests	 that	 the	 relationship	 between	 food	
security	and	HIV	and	AIDS	is	reciprocal	in	nature:




egies	 in	order	 to	 survive.	These	 include	 travelling	 to	 search	 for	
food	 and	 additional	 sources	 of	 income,	migrating,	 engaging	 in	
hazardous	work,	 and,	most	 lethally,	women	exchanging	 sex	 for	
money	or	food.	These	actions	facilitate	the	spread	of	HIV,	putting	
individuals	 –	 especially	 women	 and	 children	 –	 at	 high	 risk	 of	
infection.	For	those	already	infected	with	the	virus,	malnutrition	
exhausts	the	immune	system,	which	makes	people	more	suscep-




















chronic	 food	insecurity	which	 leads	 to	 faster	progression	of	 the	disease	
for	those	who	are	HIV	positive.	Some	household	members	may	resort	to	
risky	survival	strategies	such	as	commercial	sex	or	casual	exchange	of	sex	
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Figure 5: Income Impact Model







they	 are	 increasingly	unable	 to	meet	 their	 own	basic	needs,	 including	
food.	 Often,	 food	 consumption	 may	 be	 reduced	 as	 cash	 and	 savings	
diminish.	The	ability	of	 the	migrant	 to	engage	 in	urban	agriculture	 is	
limited	due	to	 their	 loss	of	energy	and	poor	health.	With	 less	cash	 for	
survival,	the	migrant	is	forced	to	stop	remittances	altogether	or	to	reduce	
amounts	sent	to	the	rural	extended	family,	placing	that	family	at	risk.	If	
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These	 conditions	 exacerbate	 conditions	 of	 malnutrition	 and	 poor	
health	 and	 lead	 to	 food	 insecurity.	 The	 urban	 household	 is	 forced	 to	















Little, if any, food 
to send
Less access to 
food
Physical capital loss
Little to no 















Poverty and inequality 
HIV/AIDS
Figure 6: Production-Oriented Model
Source: Crush, Frayne and Grant, Linking Migration, HIV/AIDS and Urban 
Food Security.
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average.	These	 included	Manzini	 (79%),	Harare	 (72%),	Lusaka	 (69%)	
Cape	Town	(68%),	Maseru	(65%)	Windhoek	(63%),	Gaborone	(63%)	
and	Msunduzi	(60%)	(Figure	4).	Food	insecure	households	(severe	and	




























































Figure 7: Proportion of Food Insecure Households in Poor Urban Areas
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across	 the	 region	 is	 necessary	 on	 all	 of	 these	 issues	 since	AFSUN	has	
demonstrated	that	food	insecurity	varies	considerably	from	city	to	city,	
and	community	to	community,	across	the	region.
One	 key	 issue	 that	 arises	 from	 the	 case	 study	 literature	 concerns	 the	
impact	 of	HIV	 and	AIDS	 on	 household	 food	 security.	 Several	 studies	
have	explored	different	facets	of	this	question.	A	study	in	urban	Zambia,	








hold	 from	 diversifying	 their	 incomes.	Moreover,	 access	 to	 health	 and	
adequate	sanitation	was	extremely	poor	in	Zambia	Compound.	The	study	
recommended	programmes	intensifying	AIDS	awareness,	strengthening	
existing	 community-based	 initiatives,	 and	 providing	 adequate	 support	
and	care	for	orphans	and	children	through	community-based	interven-
tions.
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A	second	study	from	the	Centre	for	Social	Research	at	the	University	of	
Malawi	 interviewed	PLHIV,	 chronically	 ill	 patients	 and	 guardians	 and	
urban	community	members	on	the	impact	of	HIV	and	AIDS	on	labour	
market	participation	and	household	food	security.66	Among	the	working	
cohort,	 HIV	 and	 AIDS-related	 illnesses	 resulted	 in	 direct	 household	
income	loss	through	complete	withdrawal	from	work	(over	50%	of	those	
interviewed)	or	through	reducing	the	amount	of	time	worked.	Overall,	




















caused	 by	 the	Mugabe	 state’s	 assault	 on	 urban	 informality	 (Operation	
Murambatsvina).69	The	latter	destroyed	illegal	housing	in	informal	urban	
areas,	which	 led	 to	 an	 increased	 number	 of	merged	 households	 and	 a	
greater	number	of	dependents	without	increasing	the	number	of	people	
in	 employment.	Against	 this	 backdrop,	households	with	PLHIV	 faced	
severe	problems	of	ensuring	 food	security.	The	study	revealed	 that	 the	
food	and	nutritional	needs	of	PLHIV	who	were	chronically	ill	were	often	
prioritised,	 leaving	 other	 household	members	 without	 access	 to	 food.	
Households	resorted	to	desperate	measures	to	secure	food	for	their	fami-
lies,	and	especially	 for	 their	 ill	 relatives,	 selling	assets	 to	augment	other	
income	and	engaging	in	a	range	of	“illegal”	income-generating	activity.	
Yet	disposal	of	assets	only	led	to	deeper	poverty	for	the	household.	Most	
households	 taking	 care	 of	 PLHIV	 therefore	 “lived	 below	 the	 poverty	
datum	 line	 and	 experienced	 an	 ever-increasing	 gap	 between	what	was	
earned	and	what	was	spent.”
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Finally,	 the	World	 Food	 Program	 (WFP),	 working	 with	 the	 Lesotho	
Vulnerability	 Assessment	 Committee	 (LVAC),	 recently	 brought	 out	














ship	 between	 food	 insecurity	 and	 high-risk	 sexual	 behaviour.71	 This	
linkage	is	often	assumed	but	not	demonstrated.	However,	a	recent	study	
in	Botswana	and	Swaziland	hypothesized	that	 food	 insecurity	 increases	
sexual	 risk-taking	 --	 especially	 among	disempowered	women	 living	 in	
poverty	who	are	often	dependent	on	others	for	food	and	other	resources.	
The	 study	 sample	 included	 710	 urban	 women	 and	 618	 urban	 men.	
Women	were	significantly	more	likely	to	report	food	insufficiency	than	





was	a	consistent	correlate	of	 sexual	 risk-taking	 for	women,	but	not	 for	
men.	 These	 findings	 “highlight	 the	 strong	 interplay	 between	 gender	
inequality,	 food	 insufficiency,	 and	 sexual	 risk-taking	 in	 sub-Saharan	
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growing	 rapidly	 as	 the	 epidemic	 takes	 its	 toll.	 In	 1991,	 there	were	 an	
estimated	27,500	orphans	of	whom	 less	 than	1%	were	AIDS	orphans.	
By	2000,	the	overall	number	of	orphans	had	grown	to	68,000	of	whom	
















nesburg	 draws	 systematic	 contrasts	 between	 the	 situation	 of	 internal	
migrants	 (who	 live	 mainly	 in	 informal	 settlements)	 and	 international	
migrants	 (who	 live	mainly	 in	 the	 inner-city).	74	 Internal	migrants	were	
significantly	more	likely	to	be	unemployed	(59%	versus	44%)	but	more	
likely	to	access	social	grants	(with	35%	receiving	a	Child	Support	Grant	
compared	to	 less	than	1%	of	 international	migrants).	Migrants	 in	both	
areas	did	not	receive	agricultural	produce	or	cash	from	“home”	but	regu-




where	 food	 shortages	 were	 acute	 at	 the	 time	 of	 the	 study.	 Anecdotal	
evidence	 indicates	 that	 since	 June	 2008	 Zimbabwean	 migrants	 have	
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had	a	“deficient	dietary	score”,	depicting	the	nutritional	inadequacy	of	
their	 diet,	 as	 opposed	 to	 60%	of	 urban	 formal	 respondents	 that	 had	 a	
“sufficient	dietary	score.”	







eral	 urban	 informal	 settlement.	 It	 argues	 that	 any	 attempt	 to	 improve	
the	 health	 of	 urban	 populations	 in	 the	 context	 of	migration	 and	HIV	
requires	 acknowledgement	 that	 ‘place	matters’	 and	 that	 the	 context	of	
HIV	presents	an	additional	challenge	to	urban	health	policy	makers	and	
programmers	as	 they	must	engage	with	 the	continuum	of	HIV	related	














perfectly	 logical,	 and	worth	 advocating	 for,	 the	 evidence	 for	 increased	
urban	agriculture	as	a	response	to	HIV	and	AIDS	at	the	household	level	
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is	 another	 consequence	 of	 the	 global	 tendency	 to	 view	 food	 security	
primarily	 as	 an	 issue	 affecting	 rural	 populations	 and	 smallholder	 agri-










found	 that	 28%	of	 poor	urban	households	 had	 received	 food	 transfers	
from	 rural	 households	 in	 the	 previous	 year.81	This	 varied	 considerably	
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Integrated	Nutrition	Programme,	Nutrition	Supplementation	Interven-
tion,	 and	 Protein	 Energy	Malnutrition	 Scheme)	 and	 social	 protection	
programmes	(e.g.	child	grants,	disability	grants,	pensions,	food	banks)	on	
HIV-affected	households	and	communities	is	required.82
A	 consortium	 of	 international	 organizations	 led	 by	 the	 World	 Bank	

















PLHIV,	 the	manual	does	not	 address	 the	broader	 social	 and	economic	
inequities	 that	put	 so	many	people	 at	 risk.	Nor	does	 it	 say	 very	much	












focuses	 somewhat	 narrowly	 on	 nutrition.	 But	 nutritional	 needs	 and	
dietary	quality	and	diversity	are	only	one	component	of	food	security	in	
the	urban	context.	A	broader	approach	is	needed	which	encompasses	all	
aspects	 of	 food	 security	 –	 availability,	 accessibility,	 appropriateness	 and	
reliability,	as	well	as	quality	–	and	their	relationship	with	HIV	and	AIDS.	
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Nutritional	and	biomedical	research	on	the	immediate	impact	of	HIV	and	
AIDS	on	health	needs	to	be	“reframed”	within	an	approach	that	identi-











on	household	 income,	 food	security	and	nutritional	 status	of	 losing	an	


























the	HIV	Epidemic”	Archives of Internal Medicine 163	(2003):	1009-21;	S.	Verver	et	al,	
“Transmission	of	Tuberculosis	in	a	High	Incidence	Urban	Community	in	South	
Africa”	International Journal of Epidemiology	33(2)	(2004):	351-57;	B.	Stanwix,	“The	
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Story	of	HIV/TB:	The	Terrible	Twins”	Working	Paper	No.	269,	Centre	for	Social	
Science	Research,	University	of	Cape	Town,	2010.
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Considerable attention has been devoted to the impact of the HIV 
and AIDS epidemic on small farmers and the food security of the 
rural poor.  Despite the rapid progression of the epidemic in rural 
areas, it remains an ever-growing challenge in the continent’s 
rapidly-growing cities where prevalence rates are still higher than 
in rural areas.  This report examines the reciprocal relationship 
between HIV and urban food security.  Much of the research and 
most of the policy interventions on the HIV-Urban Food Security 
Nexus focus on the nutritional status of individual People Living 
With HIV (PLHIV).  Other members of households with PLHIV 
also experience an increase in food insecurity as household 
purchasing power declines and nutritional needs increase.  Urban 
food insecurity is a complex phenomenon and nutritional research 
and interventions on the vicious circle of HIV and nutrition need 
to be reframed within a broader socio-economic perspective that 
encompasses all of the various aspects of urban food security.     
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